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THE CHURCH AND MORAL BETTERMENT 
POPULAR CRITICISM OF THE CHURCH 

Some of our popular magazines have been doing good service 
of late by discussing the failure of the church. To point out the 
undoubted fact that the church is failing to realize its own ideals and 
to accomplish all that it ought to accomplish, and to seek the causes 
of this condition is a friendly and useful service. That it may be in 
the highest measure useful and effective, it is needful that there should 
be a clear notion of what the real task of the church is. In the absence 
of clearly denned thought on this point, discussion may prove com- 
paratively profitless. 

THE CHURCH IN RELATION TO OTHER ELEMENTS OF THE 
COMMUNITY 

The church is not, like the monastic bodies of the Middle Ages, 
a community complete in itself and isolated from the remainder of the 
people, but a voluntary organization of a portion of the people for 
the achievement of a specific end. All the members of this voluntary 
community are also members of other social groups, most of them 
members of several such groups, the family, the state, the school, the 
business community, and various other organizations. But not all the 
members of these groups are in the church. It is confusing and 
mischievous, therefore, either to charge against the church all the 
failures of the entire community and all the defects of modern civiliza- 
tion, as if it were the whole community, or to put to the discredit of 
the church every good effort or achievement of any other group, as 
if the church and these other groups were mutually exclusive. The 
church is a failure, as a bank is a failure, only in so far as it fails to 
accomplish its particular task. 
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THE SPECIFIC FUNCTION OF THE CHURCH 

What, then, is the function of the church ? It is vain to expect 
unanimity on this point, but we venture to affirm that it is the peculiar 
task of the church in a democratic nation to present to men, and 
influence them practically to accept, the highest ideals of life. These 
ideals pertain both to the relation of men to God, and to their con- 
duct toward one another. The principles which the church inculcates 
must enter into and pervade every phase of life; home, school, phil- 
anthropy, industry, commerce, politics. But it is not the office of the 
church to organize and conduct all these various expressions of human 
life, or even to solve all the problems which inevitably arise in con- 
nection with them. The task of the church is well performed if 
it instils into men's minds such ideals of human life and conduct as 
will healthfully regulate various types of activity in which men 
normally engage. The church may indeed engage in education and 
philanthropy; it may create homes for the homeless, and even in 
exceptional circumstances embark in business or take part in politics. 
It must in these and other ways give sufficient practical expression of 
its principles to make it clear what these principles really are, to 
create the habit of action in accordance with them, and to vindicate the 
sincerity of its devotion to them. But the full expression of the prin- 
ciples must of necessity be found elsewhere than in the church itself. 

APPARENT FAILURE AND REAL SUCCESS 

When, therefore, men point to the persistence of age-long evils 
of society, they are adducing valid evidence that the church has yet 
much to do before it shall have realized its ideal of bringing the whole 
community under the sway of the Christian principles of morality. 
In this sense the church has failed. It has not yet achieved success. 
But when men point to the great amount of good work that is done 
by other organizations than the church, by hospitals, orphan asylums, 
social settlements, bureaus of charity, municipal voters' leagues, park 
commissions, and to the spirit of justice and benevolence that is 
manifested in business enterprises, and when they make comparisons 
between the amount of money that is put into these enterprises and 
that which goes into the church, they are in fact pointing out the 
evidences not of the church's failure but of its success. The primary 
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business of the church is not to do all these things, but to furnish the 
ideals and the inspiration which find expression in the doing of them 
outside the church. 

So also when men allege the bitterness and unseemly wrath that 
sometimes characterize controversies between different branches 
of the Christian church, or members of the same ecclesiastical body, 
they are advancing a valid criticism of the church. It is still in this 
matter only a partial success. It has not yet exorcised the demons 
of wrath, malice, and hatred. But when they point to the differences 
of theological belief that prevail within the church, the decline of 
loyal adherence to the creeds of the past, and the inroads which have 
been made on the long-established beliefs of the church by the scien- 
tific spirit and historical investigation, they are adducing not proofs 
of the failure of the church, but evidences that it has attained to a 
clearer sense than formerly of its proper function and to a correspond- 
ingly higher degree of success. Suppression of investigation, dicta- 
tion of opinion, insistence on uniformity of belief — all these the church 
has at times undertaken, and in proportion as it has succeeded has 
failed in achieving its true purpose. The church must stand for cer- 
tain fundamental convictions, without which it cannot accomplish its 
task of furnishing men ideals of life and inspiration for their achieve- 
ment. It must moreover hold these convictions with enthusiasm, 
ready to live by them and if need be die for them. Indifferentism 
carries with it no inspiration, nerves no arm for battle, prepares no 
heart for strenuous effort or heroic sacrifice. But that the church is 
disposed to make its fundamental convictions few in number, and 
to present these in a spirit of peace and love rather than in that of 
controversy and bitterness is a sign, not of a decadent, but of a living 
and effective church. The church has not yet succeeded; it has 
much to accomplish within itself and in the world. But it has not 
failed, and many of the alleged evidences of its failure are in reality 
proof that it is alive and vigorous. 

ORGANIZED VICE AND THE DUTY OF THE CHURCH 

Yet when we have said all this and said it truly, have we after all 
made an adequate defense of the church ? Must it not be confessed 
that the church is failing in the sense and to the extent that great evils 
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exist among us which would not exist if the church were fully meeting 
its duty and opportunity ? Consider one feature of American political 
and moral life of the present hour to which no Christian man or 
woman from ocean to ocean can be indifferent. Not sensation- 
seekers but sober and competent investigators have proved beyond 
question that in the last few years there has grown up an organized 
partnership between corrupt politicians and the most degraded min- 
isters of vice. The latter under the protection of the former have 
built up a great business in the systematic promotion of vice, corrupt- 
ing multitudes of boys and young men, spreading loathsome disease 
among innocent wives, mothers, and children, and involving thous- 
ands of young women in a slavery compared with which the negro 
slavery of the South was Christian watch-care, and quick murder 
would be the height of mercy. We proudly boasted that our land 
should be the asylum for the oppressed, a beacon light of liberty for 
all nations. Through the door that we set wide open for this purpose 
there has swept in while we slept a tide of diabolic wickedness which 
is making our cities breeding-places of unspeakable corruption, death- 
traps for the unwary immigrants from all lands, disgracing our 
nation in the eyes of other nations and our religion in the eyes of 
followers of other faiths. 

We cannot but be stirred by such a situation. Not to be moved 
to action as well as to feeling is to deny the name of Christ and to 
become, whatever our profession, in reality pagan. No scholarly 
study of our Sacred Scriptures, however devout, no mystic piety, 
however intense, can excuse us from taking cognizance of existing 
evils such as these and bestirring ourselves to correct them. A clear 
apprehension of the ethical ideals of our religion must be supplemented 
by intelligent attention to and forceful grappling with the new evils 
that have found their insidious way into our national life and are eating 
at the heart of it. It is these that constitute the real reproach of 
Christianity. Indifference to them is deadly sin. They do not, 
indeed, demand that the church in its capacity as a church shall 
institute legal measures for the eradication of them, but they do call 
upon Christian men and women acting through the most effective 
agency that can be devised to oppose them with all energy and 
re-establish decency and righteousness; and they call upon all who 
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believe in the church and care for its usefulness to consider whether 
it is producing men of purity of heart and life and of character and 
courage to conquer these great evils that disgrace our civilization and 
our religion. 

THE NEED OF A REVIVAL OF RELIGION 

But this sore evil is after all but one example of many that might 
be cited, old and new: the prevalence of gambling, the power of the 
drinking habit and of the saloon, the oppression of the poor, the 
corruption of public officials. There are great tasks to be achieved : 
the organization of effective agencies for the moral education of the 
youth, the creation throughout the church and the nation of the sense 
of responsibility for the welfare of other nations; these and others of 
like magnitude call for organized effort. It is the peculiar task of 
the church, by its inculcation of high moral ideals, by its cultivation 
of religion pure and undefiled, by its generation of the sense of 
responsibility for social conditions, to produce men and women who 
will give their lives to the great tasks that are awaiting accomplish- 
ment. Because there are all too few such, there is needed a great 
revival of religion within the church. 

THE TYPE OF REVIVAL NEEDED 

But what sort of a revival ? One which will make men who read 
their Bibles and pray daily, who do not cheat in business or practice 
cruelty in the family, and who, having done these things, are content ? 
Or is there needed rather a revival which will produce men who couple 
with a devout life of the soul a recognition of the fact that they are 
not only individual souls responsible to God but members of a great 
and ever-widening community, and that the great evils of the day are 
deeply intrenched in the very organization of society; men who per- 
ceive that the great tasks of the religious spirit are not for the indi- 
vidual but for men working in co-operation, and who with a zeal that 
is according to knowledge shall be ready to take their part in organized 
efforts for the extermination of evil and the achievement of good ? 
Here is the real failure of the church: it is producing an individual- 
istic type of piety; it is making, if not too many saints, at least too 
few warriors. The most hopeful fact in the life of the church today 
is the increasing recognition of this fact. 



